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C ARA ST ODD ARD
morning. They tasted just like chocolate wafers from home, and I wanted so 
badly to be home, to sit down with my family and devour the hamburgers 
and chocolate cake I’d requested for my first meal. I felt guilty for wanting to 
leave, for surviving only because I knew I would shortly be getting on a plane 
and leaving the devastation. I ate the whole package, knowing I’d be hungry 
later, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I went back out, still chewing.
Derek caught me at the entrance to the school. “Biscuit?” he asked.
“No. I’m not eating anything.” The words just came, instinctively.
“You’re lying,” he said, grinning. I opened my mouth for him to examine. 
“You’re lying.” He giggled, like it didn’t really matter. But it did. I didn’t 
want him to know I’d been sneaking biscuits, not sharing. I didn’t want him 
to know that I couldn’t give him everything, that I still thought of my own 
needs in this place bursting with need. But this lie would never protect him. 
He’d been deprived of nearly everything else, and now I was depriving him 
of the truth. I told him that I’d come back soon, that this goodbye wouldn’t 
be forever. I knew this promise was more for me than for him; I had to tell 
myself that I wasn’t going to be another adult in his life who’d abandoned 
him, but I had no plan, no idea how I’d ever come back.
They finally brought out my food right before my ride arrived, and I 
scarfed it down greedily. The kids did their goodbye routine, just as they had 
for Sameena and Norah. It was soggy in regurgitated English and Christian 
doctrine, paradoxical in the direct address. We remember, they sang, how 
you suffered, how you suffered, on that cross to save our sins. I stood awk-
wardly, watching Derek make faces at me and Emma holding Bishop and 
Jonathan trying to reign in some of the younger boys, to be serious. 
As we pulled away in the truck, I felt like the whole trip was unwinding, 
ending the way it began, dragging my suitcase through dirt, hugging frail 
bodies that wouldn’t let go, dodging potholes and street vendors and the 
knowledge that no matter how much money or food or compassion I could 
have given, it would never be enough.
Later, on the plane, I found Derek’s whistle in my pocket. I knew then 
that I’d taken more than I could ever give back, that there was no compen-
sation for the suffering and lies in this world. But perhaps in the pursuit of 
Truth, in the act of alleviating ignorance, I will fling open the padlocked 
doors and release the dammed up water behind them, flooding the streets. I 
will no longer succumb to be muffled or to allow their voices, their joyfully 
sung prayers, to be forever unheard.
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